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Abstract
This paper examines the issue of a lack of student engagement in reading during
the middle school years. It examines the role of external factors in reading
disengagement, including the transition from childhood, social needs, self-esteem,
lack of teacher interaction, and identity formation, both socially and academically.
It addresses a variety of student needs that, if met, can lead to a connection with
school as well as curriculum. It then presents the read-aloud strategy as a possible
solution to the lack of middle school engagement, as instructional techniques are
within the control of educators and can lead to increased engagement. The author
presents research to support the strategy, information as to how it meets these
student needs, and an online professional development training created to inform
educators on how to best implement the strategy and increase student
comprehension and engagement in reading.
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Chapter

I

Introduction and Statement of the Problem
Middle school students often have complex reading identities. They are
generally considered to be readers in transition, adapting reading strategies from
elementary or building toward high school, but there are myriad abilities and
habits among middle school readers (lvey & Braddus, 2000). Given these
developmental complexities, middle school students may benefit from instruction
that intentionally focuses on the intricacies of middle school readers and works to
engage them in reading. Indeed, students in middle school are undergoing a

transition from childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood, and are met

with years of critical identity formation (Rappa,2012). Due to these forces,
middle school readers often show decreasing engagement in reading at a critical
time in their academic and personal identity formation, while being actively
engaged results in achieving learning at higher levels (Maday, 2008).

Among educators, there are also a variety of goals, often conflicting, about
the purpose of middle grades literacy curriculum, be

it

assessments or

lifelong

reading habits (Guthrie & Davis, 2003). The instructional techniques selected by
educators can play a large role in the engagement of adolescent readers. While

most educators would agree that promoting a lifetime love of reading should be a

priority, instruction doesn't always match that goal (Sancore, 2000). As
instructional techniques are the one factor surrounding student engagement that
educators have control over, this paper

will

address an instructional solution for

lack of student engagement, specifically in reading.
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Decreasing Interest in Reading During the Middle Grades Years
Students show a decreasing interest in reading as they enter the middle
grades environment,, and even though they know reading is a beneficial, negative

attitudes emerge during the middle school years (Greenberg, Gilbert, &. Fredrick,
2006). Students of this age group beneflt from teachers who are responsive to

their social needs and high energy levels, and teachers can, by demonstrating a
passionate love of reading as often as possible, emulate the positive aspects

of

reading for disengaged readers (Sanacore, 2000). Additionally, middle school
students show a low to moderate interest in reading and spend less than 15

minutes a day engaged in reading behaviors (Greenberg, Gilbert, & Fredrick,
2006). With the elaborate demands on teachers, creating an environment and

curriculum where students are engaged in the practice of reading is essential to
making reading progress.

Internal causes of low engagement.
Understanding a middle school student's complex reading identity, which

specifically refers to a student's understanding of themselves as a reader, as well
as

their unique set of skills and interests, requires one to understand a middle

school student developmentally. Middle school is a time of great change and

growth, and these factors heavily influence a student's perforrnance in school. In
addition to the well-understood vulnerability and self-consciousness that a
pubescent middle school student encounters, self-perception of academic

ability is

a significant factor in motivation (Maday, 2008). Therefore, engaging a student in

reading means that a teacher is also building a positive identity around reading
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ability. In her experience as a language arts teacher in

a

middle-school setting for

almost three years, the author of this paper has observed that although it is her
ideal pedagogical method, class-wide texts can be an instructional challenge in a
large, diverse classroom of individual readers, which can lead to low engagement.

This is especially true when considering that struggling readers often feel
alienated from teachers or frustrated by the social comparisons often innate in a
reading class (Triplett,2004). Therefore, teachers need well-researched strategies

to understand and engage diverse readers.

External causes of low engagement.
While one can attribute the disengagement of reading to the
developmental state of a middle school student, there are many extemal factors
that have an impact as well. Many schools are centered around a task-oriented
classroom that teaches skills rather than an engagement with literature. This is
especially true of schools that place a high level of importance on testing culture

(Ivey & Broaddus, 2000). Additionally, as Garcia, Stephens, Koenke, Pearson,
Jimenez, and Janisch (2005) found, many teachers are trained with these resultsbased reading strategies in the forefront and therefore don't feel competent

teaching a student-centered curriculum. Similarly, teachers aren't always given a
great selection of texts to choose from, leaving students with limited exposure to

engaging texts (Ivey & Broaddus, 2000).

It

seems pertinent to also acknowledge the role of technology in education

as a possible factor in decreased engagement

with a traditional text, and based on

the author's experience, this is an area of concern for many parents and teachers
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alike. A research study of 46 students, ranging from ages thirteen to fifteen,
suggested that an insurgency in technology does come with the risk of shorter

attention spans (Ives, 2012). However, the study also identified advantages in an
educational setting, like the ease of content creation, both for students and
educators. When it comes to actual engagement in a text, a study of 22 elementary
students found that the format of the text, whether traditional or digital, was not as

important as student connection with characters, setting, and theme (Jones &
Brown, 2011). With these factors possibly lowering reading engagement,
educators should look to new methods to engage readers, as instructional
approaches are within their control.

Statement of Project Purpose
This project

will

address the lack of engagement with reading during the

academically essential middle grades years, and it

will look

at ways to combat the

lack of strategies for educators teaching middle school literacy. Furthermore, it

will

suggest a strategy that is effective and useful, intended to support critical

thinking, educational standards, and differentiation in diverse classrooms, known
as the read-aloud strategy.

Reading aloud is the practice of selecting an age-appropriate text and
reading it aloud to students rather than having them read the text themselves

(McQuillan,2009). As suggested by a 1980s research study on teaching practices,
reading aloud allows the teacher to build strong readers through their use

of

modeling appropriate reading strategies and mobilizing students to enact the same

(Lira, 1980). Although

a dated research study, the author observed success using
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this strategy even today. Additionally, the read-aloud strategy can encourage a

lifelong love of reading,

os

well as "inform, assure, entertain, arouse curiosity,

and inspire" students while reading (Trelease, 1989, p. 1). Research supports that
the read-aloud technique significantly improves student dispositions toward

reading (McQuillan, 2009). It also encourages a lifelong love of reading
(Sanacore, 2000). Furthermore, it has asademic benefits as well, as teachers can
enact certain positive reading behaviors in their students and then use their

involvement in the text to support responses and guide higher-level thinking
(Marchessault & Larwin, 2013).

Description of the Final Product
The final product will be a website for teachers intended to lead a literacy
professional development (PD). It will provide synthesized research about the
read-aloud instructional technique. There

will

be several tabs on the website,

including a PD agenda, Iearning targets, a research summary,a guide to reading
aloud, modeling strategies, guidelines for active listening, a reflection, and a
guide to implementation. This will make it easy for teachers to see the research
supporting the technique and find useful ways to enact the strategy in their own
classrooms. The content for the website

will

be selected based on a survey

of

current teachers, current literature, and best practices for professional
development.
The professional development

will also include information for how to

add the curricular read-alouds to a classroom website, as there is great opportunity

to bridge the gap between school and home through this strategy. As many
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educators probably know, an increase in teehnology among students does not

necessarily mean that there is additional technology available in the classroom

walls. However, there is potential for using technology outside of the classroom to

link school and home, and to lend

access to the curriculum to the

the classroom walls (Lewin, Mavers

world outside

& Somekh, 2003).

Overall, there are many reasons that engagement is low among middle
school readers, whether that be decreasing interest, self-esteem, or other external
causes. Yet, based on the author's experience, most educators look for ways to

improve teaching practices, student reading skills, and engagement. Surveying the
current literature gives pertinent information about the identity of a middle school
reader, the social and emotional needs

of students, the role of teachers in engaging

students, and relevant strategies that teachers can use.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
About the Middle School Reader and Low Engagement
Students in elementary school tend to be excited about reading and
engaged in literary practices (Guthrie

& Davis, 2003). Yet, upon entering middle

school, students are often painted as poorly skilled and apathetic (Ivey &

Broaddus,2000). This has been supported by decades of research, showing that
middle school readers are not engaged in reading activities (Greenberg, Gilbert, &
Fredrick, 2006). This apparent change between elementary and middle school
students is caused by an increase in self-consciousness, more focus on friendships
and peer associations, and less direct contact with teachers as compared to

elementary school, requiring the need of an accepting environment where students

feel a sense of recognition and belonging (Goodenow, 1993). Furthermore,
fostering a love of reading during the middle school years is important,

as

research has shown that success in reading is more indicative of educational
success than socio-economic status or

outcomes (Clark, Torsi,

family wealth, based on lifetime income

& Strong, 2005). Therefore, it is imperative to understand

the developmental, social, and emotional needs of middle school students so
educators can begin to identif,i instructional strategies that

will meet student

needs and get them excited about the prospect of reading. The next section of this
paper

will

address the myriad needs of middle school students and how they relate

to engagement.
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Emotional and social needs of middle school students.
The first issue to address is student's self-concept as it relates to reading,

Having a positive self-concept is defined as a composite view of oneself, formed
through frames of reference (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). Social comparison often
serves as the most potent source of information for self-concept. Frames

of

reference play a particularly important role in the development of one's belief in
what they can do and what skills and abilities one possesses, as well as self-

efficacy, an individual's expectations and conventions of what they can
accomplish in a given situation (Bong

& Skaalvik, 2003). This is where educators

must begin their understanding of the complexities of adolescent readers; social
comparison is a basis of middle school identity formation as the qualities

of

cognitive competence, motivation, and social interaction are dynamically
interrelated (Guthrie & Davis, 2003).

In addition to students' concepts of themselves as readers, the needs of
middle school students go far beyond the classroom curriculum, as on top of
schoolwork, students are often dealing with the vulnerability and anxiousness that
come with puberry. Indeed, their personal perception of their ability is a
considerable factor in their motivation and engagement in academic pursuits
Qrlicholson, 1998; Maday, 2008). "students need support and belief in their
competence in order to gain motivation and desire to put forth effort in reading
and school learning" (Guthrie

& Davis,2003, p. 66). Students'

academic

performance is closely related to their sense of belonging and their understanding

of themselves relative to others. Students of this developmental age need a place
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where they can engage in rewarding social interactions to begin to be able to
understand themselves and those around

them (Taylor & Larson, 1999).

In addition, the self-esteem students build while in an education
environment is imperative to success in reading and learning, as researchers have
found that self-esteem affects achievement (Richardson, 2003). There are many
things that impact the self-esteem of middle school learners, but comparisons with
others plays a compelling role. When reading, students' self-esteem is impacted

by fears of reading too slowly, being made fun of, reading out loud, being tested
on reading material, sharing opinions, getting answers wrong, being put in a

"slow" group, falling behind, being judged, not understanding material, and
feeling inferior (Johnson, 1999). Similarly, in a yearlong study of one struggling
sixth grade reader, the student reported being embarrassed by books marked by
level, being in a low reading group, feeling inadequate, and not getting positively
acknowledged for reading by the teacher (Tripl efi, 2A04). In the study, the

intervention was based on reading, as the focus student had struggled throughout
elementary school with reading, and by sixth grade, he was three grades behind.

While this study only focused on one student, additional research has replicated
similar findings. A research study of English students in Korea, grouped by

ability, found that students held
well

as teachers'

a negative

view of their own ability to read,

as

lower expectations (Kim, 2012). While the structure of the

educational system in Korea is quite different than that of the United States, the

emotional impact of structural ability grouping on adolescents seems compulsory
to consider. This concept of the connection between self-esteem and reading
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ability is echoed by Johnson (1999), a longtime teacher and published writer, who
describes that when asking adults how old they were when they formed their

concept of their own intelligence, they agreed that it was during the first few years

of school, when learning to read. While this isn't a formal research study, it
suggests that grouping students by ability creates a situation where students

connect their intelligence to their ability to read. As a reading teacher, the author
also found that students' concepts of their own reading ability was established

early, based on their performance in reading early on in their educational careers.

This concept of grouping by ability has been researched in the education

field for decades. If groups do represent different ability levels, it provides

a

platform for students to make the kind of social comparisons described by Triplett
(2004). Members of a group will begin to see themselves as having the same
characteristics of other group members (Eder, 1979). This would be true for those

of a high ability group as well of those in a low ability group. Eder also suggests
that this could also occur because of social comparisons between groups. Those
opposed to ability grouping are concerned about the negative effects primarily

of

low readers, including lower self-esteem, lower aspirations, and negative attitudes
toward reading and school in general, while those that support it tend to be

primarily concerned with high achieving readers Q.iicholson, 1998). Sorting
students by ability often creates an environment where performance is the goal,

relative to other students (Maday, 2008). This can create an environment where
social public recognition results in social comparisons between students (Ryan &

Patrick,2001).
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Additionally, the role of the teacher in ability grouping classrooms has

a

significant impact on student self-worth. Students perceive lower expectations
from the instructor, and struggling readers often feel alienated from teachers and
frustrated by comparisons to other students (Triplett, 2004). This has been echoed

through generations of research, as Nicholson (1998) also suggested that
narrowing the ability range caused teachers to set lower expectations for students
in lower ability groups. In a study of 4th grade students tracked in different
classes based on

I.Q. scores, pretests and posttests were given to determine the

change in academic achievement, social relationships, and interests and attitudes

of students. The study found that teachers tended to underestimate the capabilities
of the students in the classes with lower I.Q. scores. While this study was based
on elementary aged students, the assumption was made on the side of the
educator. Therefore, it would likely be similar across grade levels. Nicholson
found that teachers had more success in teaching their content to all ability levels
at the same time, supporting the use of a class-wide text.
Research about self-esteem and self-efficacy during the middle school

years is often closely related to engagement in reading and learning. Furthermore,
learning to read and write is a social process. Students learn to construct
knowledge, think critically, and defend their own ideas by listening to an
exchange of viewpoints (Manning, Manning,

& Long, 1990).

These researchers

also suggest that exchanging points of view contributes notably to learning, as it
creates an environment to construct knowledge. Therefore,

it's important for all to

share ideas in an environment where students feel valued, even

Augsburg Universlty
Library

if their

ideas are
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incorrect, to extend and clarifu knowledge. They need opportunities to interpret a

text and construct and challenge their understandings of it as a class, as studentcentered discussions have such a powerful impact on learning (Ivey

& Broaddus,

2000).

As discussed in this section, reading engagement can be impacted by the
emotional and social needs of middle school students, largely due to human
development, including vulnerability, self-consciousness, self-esteem, social
comparisons, and sense of self-worth. While these should be taken into
consideration when analyzing student learning, it's also important to examine the

role of the teacher in building and maintaining student engagement, which the
next section will address.

Teacher/instructional role in reading engagement.
While instruction is not the only factor in low reading engagement among
middle school students, it is the one element that educators have meaningful
control over. As the research has suggested, there are significant social and
emotional needs that need to be met in order for students to feel engaged in class
material. There is an absolute need for instruction and curriculum that is
responsive to individual students, as this

will

create an environment for students

to gain academic and social engagement with reading (Ivey & Broaddus, 2000).

Similarly, research has suggested that students are more likely to become more
engaged in reading when teachers are responsive to their multifaceted social
needs, provide readings that meet the dynamic and diverse nature of these early
adolescents, and connect curriculum to their lives (Sanacore, 2000).
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Reading teachers can also create an environment where there is an

intentional value placed on effort, learning, and development. In other words, this
would be prioritizing experiential learning rather than skill development for tests
and performances. How students perceive reading can inform teachers of all

content areas (Pflaum & Bishop, 2004). Pflaum and Bishop conducted qualitative
research with students in grades 4 through 8, asking them to draw pictures and

then verbally discuss various reading experiences. The study found that there is a
value in conferencing with students in this w&y, as it allows students time to

reflect on successful and unsuccessful reading experiences. Based on this
qualitative research, teachers might provide activities that build student
understanding through management and expression of feelings created through
interactions with other students, as that is how students begin to understand
themselves and others. Too strict an emphasis on skills has a negative impact on

curriculum, minimizing the value of collaboration and idea sharing (Manning,
Manning, & Long, 1990).
For many reasons, research suggests that high-stakes testing culture plays
a

role in the types of curriculum that diminishes engagement in reading. The

debate about the value of standardized tests is not a new one. Almost all teachers

in a 1995 study suggested that their curriculum was focused on covering required
texts, and few students were actively taught how to improve their comprehension
strategies (Garcia, et al., 1995). The No Child Left Behind Act only increased this

trend by increasing the emphasis on accountability, testing, and a reward system

for schools (Fusarelli, 2004). Overemphasis on test scores may suppress long-
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term, foundational changes to reading programs in schools intended to meet the
needs of middle school learners, and teachers may be under trained to provide the

kind of specialized instruction the students require (Ivey & Broaddus, 2000).
Research seems to show that improvement in curriculum and instruction is
necessary to prevent the disengaged reading behavior (Greenberg, Gilbert,

&

Fredrick, 2006). Actively building a curriculum and environment focused on
effort and improvement results in higher levels of engagement and achievement.
Intentional instruction about the learning process and text comprehension will
help prevent students from believing that their own lack of ability is keeping them

from demonstrating proficiency (Maday, 2008). It will likely also lower the kind
of social construct based on peer comparisons cornmon among this age group.
As shown in this section, the role of the instructor is integral in creating an
engaging environment. Teachers can build engagement through prioritizing effort
and learning. Additionally, teachers can be responsive to the developmental and

social needs of students, through the curriculum. Teachers can connect curriculum

to the daily lives of students. The next section will address the read-aloud
strategy, which is an instructional technique that may be able to meet these

myriad curricular and student needs.
The Read-Aloud Strategy
There are many factors that disengage middle level readers, but research
suggests that the read-aloud strategy can work to engage students. Based on

experience, the author defines the read-aloud practice as selecting an ageappropriate text and reading it aloud to students. While students can follow along,
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this is used rather than having students read the text themselves. As was described
in the section dedicated to the emotional and social needs of students, a feeling of
competence, a welcoming environment, and a collective place to construct

knowledge are all important to reading engagement. It is possible to create
contexts in which struggling readers can experience achievements and begin to
reformulate their identity as a reader (Triplett, 2004). The read-aloud strategy can

provide that, as it allows the teacher to build strong readers through their use of
modeling appropriate reading strategies and mobilizing students to enact the
same, without using direct social comparisons to

build reading skills.

Modeling the reading comprehension process.
One of the primary benefits of the read-aloud strategy is that it allows
teachers to model the ideal behavior of an effective reader. The instructor does

this in many ways throughout the reading activity. Modeling and requiring student
interaction shifts the students' role as a listener from a passive to an active task,
which is considered of utmost importance, as students need to be engaged
interactively during the reading experience (Sanacore, 1992). Sanacore proposed

following several steps for ways to model the read-aloud strategy most
effectively, including activating prior knowledge, asking students to make
predictions, demonstrating fluency and speed, thinking aloud, creating graphic
organizers to track comprehension, and reflecting on initial predictions. While
they are arranged somewhat chronologically, fluctuation between the steps would

likely be necessary to ensure student comprehension.
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The first way that students comprehend a text is through their connection

with prior occuffences or information. Readers who are considered effective
automatically connect past experiences with the text being read, and they are able
to interpret, evaluate, and consider how best to respond/react to a text (Tomasek,
2009). Tomasek was addressing how to encourage comprehension among a
convenience sample of his own higher education students. He suggested that
testing higher education students was valuable and applicable because they are
more capable of describing the reading strategies they are espousing, which can
then be applied to readers of all ages. Using the text, concepts, and vocabulary to
access

prior knowledge is one way that the read-aloud strategy works, especially

for students of varying degrees of reading abilities (Marchessault & Larwin,
2013). According to their study, conducted of middle school students when using
the Diagnostic Online Reading Assessment

(DORA)' in two randomly selected

sixth grade classrooms, the researcher of a quasi-experimental investigation put
forward that when using this strategy, the instructor models positive reading
behaviors and then is able to make connections for students between the text and

their real lives (Marchessault & Larwin,20l3). The Marchessault and Larwin
research was only based on two sixth grade classes, but found that the

intervention did have a significant impact overall on both the vocabulary and
comprehension assessment scores.

In addition to activating prior knowledge, teachers can model and require
students to make and check predictions. While understanding and using their

' Diagnostic Online Reading Assessment (DORA) is a K-12 measure that provides
objective, individualized assessment data across eight reading measures that together
profile each student's reading abilities and prescribe individual learning paths.
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previous knowledge, they can anticipate and predict while reading, and raise and
answer questions. According to Hennings (1992), student readers do this by:

...visualizing,by inferring, by generalizing,by applying generalizations,
by comparing and contrasting, by thinking of related examples, by
organizing facts of concepts in some way, by feeling, by thinking

critically and creatively, and by monitoring their understanding and their
reactions as they proceed (p. 7).
He underscores the value of using the read-aloud for diverse student groups,

including English Language Learner (ELL) students. While reading aloud,
teachers are able to model reading to students of all proficiency levels, which is

why it is effective in boosting success for all students, no matter the reading

ability, as students are able to

see teachers

visually represent fluent and

independent reading (McQuillan, 2009).
One of the main benefits of the read-aloud strategy is that students are able

to hear a text read at the appropriate speed due to the instructor's reading fluency,
which enable students to hear how readers pronounce words, inflect sentences,
and express the content of a text (McQuillan,2009). Fluency is directly correlated

to comprehension (Patel & Laud, 2007). While students are not reading and
developing their own fluency, they are comprehending text and understanding

their own reading capacity that will be employed when they eventually develop
the appropriate reading volubility.
Furthermore, the instructor has the ability to think aloud, or outwardly
present the thoughts that go through the mind of an active reader. Teachers can
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also pause to ask questions at the appropriate the comprehension and attention

of

students stages in the reading. According to Sanacore, giving students an

interactive way to monitor comprehension is essential to successful

implementation of the strategy (Sanacore, 1992). In order to aid experiencing the
read aloud, teachers should provide graphic organizers and other organizational
strategies to physically map the information being gleaned through the reading

(Barnett, 1998).
While each of these instructional strategies describes how to best
implement the read aloud technique, the next section

will describe why

as

it

relates to improved engagement among middle grades readers, as well as building

comprehension.

How the read-aloud strategy improves engagement.
Improving disposition towurd reading.
One of the gains of reading aloud that repeatedly surfaced in the research

is the ability of class-wide read alouds to improve student dispositions and
excitement toward reading. In the McQuillan observations, the author puts

forward that being read aloud to develops an interest in books and interest in
being a reader (McQuillan, 2009). Students indicated higher interest in reading

during the read-alouds. In fact, in the study conducted by Marchessault and
Larwin, while focused on vocabulary and comprehension, the researchers found
that students had more positive associations with the texts that were read aloud to
the intervention group (Marchessault

& Larwin,2013).

Running Head: MIDDLE GRADES LITERACY ENGAGEMENT
19

In a study of middle school students from two area middle schools in

a

large (unindicated) urban school district, researchers used the Rhody Secondary
Reading Attitude Assessment and the Teale-Lewis Reading Attitude Scale2 along

with teacher logs, and they also found that students across schools and grades
finished the study with positive attitudes toward reading following the read-aloud
instructional technique (Lyman,2011). Finally, Trelease, who conducted many
studies over the course of his career, advocates on the first page of his novel, The
Read Aloud Handbooft,

written as a culmination of his career in the field, that

reading helps to "reassure, entertain, inform, explain, arouse curiosity, and
inspire. Experiences with books and read alouds creates a positive attitude about

reading" (Trelease, 1982, p.1).

Acquiring vocabulory
One of the reasons that read alouds work for all reading proficiency levels,
according to research of ELL students conducted by Sibold, is a teacher's ability

to provide real-time vocabulary instruction. Yet, this clearly shows gains for ELL
students, over 5

million of which were enrolled in United States schools

(Ballantyne, Sanderrnan, & Levy, 2008). Indeed, many of our current classrooms
include all levels of ELL students. However, it would seem to benefit all students,
as the most successful

instructional techniques cater to diverse needs. Sibold

suggests that teachers, during the read aloud, must intentionally explain multiple

meanings words, thoroughly teach academic vocabulury, and spend time
connecting any new words to students' prior knowledge. This can be done

Rhody Secondary Reading Attitude Assessment is a tool to tell how a student feels
about reading.

'The
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through the use of objects or images. Sibold suggests a comfortable,
conversational tone; teachers should talk through the new vocabulary (1992). In
this way, teachers are casually making connections between the learners' prior
knowledge and the new vocabulary. Braun echoed this finding, suggesting that
reading aloud is appropriate in middle grades specifically because it benefits

primarily vocabulary acquisition, in addition to motivation (2010). In addition to
these benefits, listening to a text read aloud also builds the necessary skills to be a
successful independent reader.

Developing listening skills that miruor reading skills.
The skills developed while listening mirror or replicate those that people
do while reading (Hennings, 1992). Therefore, in building listening skills,
students are really also enhancing reading skills. This is referenced while

clariffing the listener's role as an active one. Teachers can enact certain behaviors
in their students and then use their involvement in the text to support responses
and guide higher-level thinking (Marchessault

& Larwin,2013).

Teacher

modeling of active comprehension procedures as opposed to teacher questioning

for factual recall is a valuable method for teaching comprehension. Effective and
efficient reading comprehension instruction should be systematically and
intentionally placed in the classroom by the teacher (Lira, 1980). As students are
developing their comprehension skills through listening, they will be able to
access more increasingly challenging texts,, as students can listen at a higher level

than they can read independently.
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Students can listen at a high level.

In an in-depth case study of three individual middle school students'
reading, a student, who had a hard time pronouncing words in most texts at her
grade level, avoided engaging in reading. However, when the classroom texts

were read to her, she demonstrated a lot of the strategies that good readers use for

text comprehension (Ivey, 1999). For example, she often contributed to
collaborative discussions of texts that were read to her, even if she seems
disinterested while being read to. The study conducted by Ivey applied the

intervention to texts actively used in the classroom and researched students of a
variety of reading levels. Additionally, Hennings proposed that listening is not
simply hearing, rather is the active construction of creating meaning based on
information being received, whether verbal or nonverbal (1992).In this woy,
reading and listening are not so different. Hennings believes that by listening to
literature, and actively reflecting on it, the listener can develop the kinds

of

thought processes that are used in both reading and listening. Moreover, students
can actually listen at a higher level than they are able to read, meaning that read

alouds help children understand the structure of books, language patterns, and
vocabulary, which will be used when reading independently (Gibson

& Gold,

2001). These rnyriad advantages illustrate that all of these realms of academic

benefit do overlap.
Conclusion.
The read-aloud instructional technique, while not a new tool in the teacher

toolbelt, improves middle grades students' reading ability by modeling and
mobilizing abstract reading comprehension strategies. It also illuminates the
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concept that middle grades readers are complex and at such varying places in their

development as readers. Based on these findings, the read-aloud strategy supports
students in building enthusiasm about reading, vocabulary recognition, flueflcy,
and deeper comprehension of the text. However, to do so, researchers found that
teachers must require in-depth participation from students in the way of activating

prior knowledge; making predictions; pausing to clarify, ask questions, and check
predictions; and reviewing information, connecting to the text, and responding to

it. It also brings about the understanding that students are able to comprehend
texts at a higher level than they are able to read them, which implies that students
could build higher-order cognitive skills in advance of reading ability.

While reading out loud is not a challenging task for most educators, the
connection to comprehension strategies, including activating prior knowledge,

modeling reading comprehension strategies, and requiring student participation
can be a challenge, and this seems to be a gap in the instructional technique.
Teachers need access to information about the best implementation on the

strategy, training, and time to connect it to curriculum. Additionally, teachers
need an understanding of how this can connect to technology in schools.
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Chapter 3
Description of Final Product
Based on the research presented in the literature review, the educational

product that would provide a solution to the problem of a lack of reading
engagement in middle school is a professional development workshop

opportunity, based on a website, that provides information, assistance, and a
resource for the read-aloud strategy. The online course is structured to provide the
necessary resources for a teacher or administration to provide professional

development to those at their site. It is intended to be about an hour and a half, but
each page is a separate task so that the particular user could pick and choose the
necessary steps, based on the needs of the staff.

The topics included in the website-based professional development are
based on the research presented in the literature review as well as teacher 26
responses to an email survey sent to middle school educators (appendix A). The

survey was sent to those at the author's school, as well as to the author's district
Facebook page. The survey asked questions aimed to find out how comfortable

middle school educators already are with the read-aloud strategy, why they
choose to use

it in their classrooms, what

areas of the strategy they would

like

more training, and how that training would be best administered. The following

figures show some of the questions from the survey, highlighting the information
that led to the development of the on-site professional development.
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What would you need to know more ahout
before implementing the strategy? Select
all that apply.
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Figure 1. Bar graph showing in which areas teachers would like more
training.
According to the above responses, 35o4 of respondents feel they need to
know more about in-class activities that accompany the strategy. Additionally,
25% of respondents would like to know more about ways to effectively model

during the read-aloud strategy. Another 35% of respondents selected "other",
which is shown and explained in the figure below.
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Figure 2. Open-ended responses to which areas teachers would like more
training.
Overall, these answers suggest that respondents would like to

see

examples of how to actually use the strategy. The final response was based on the
fact that certain browsers didn't allow users to select multiple options in the
survey. Many participants were able to select as many answers as they felt were
needed, but that particular respondent felt that an

"all of the above" option would

have been the best response.
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apply:
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According to the figure above, the most preferred method of training
would be a professional development, selected by approximately 44% of teachers.
The next most popular option was "other". selected by approximately 22o/o of
respondents, and those responses are detailed in the next figure. The next most

significant responses were that the preferred method of training would be a video
training and literature on the topic. The rest of the responses were chosen by
fewer than 10% of survey participants. While the option of "website" was not
selected as a preferred method,

it didn't deter the format of the final project,

as

it

could easily be adapted to a face-to-face training. As the respondents most
indicated a desire for professional development, video training, and literature on
the topic. the most effective way to provide those resources is through an online

format, which could gain a larger potential audience.
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Figure 4. Open-ended responses showing the preferred method of training
As mentioned above. over 20% of respondents chose "other" in regard to
the best way to be trained on a strategy. With this option. the respondents

overwhelmingly communicated that many of the options combined would be the
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most helpful, if not a combination of all options. This greatly helped inform the

product, suggesting that connecting professional development, literature on the
topic, and audio/visual training would be a useful format for receiving
information about the topic.
The next paragraphs

will describe each individual web page and its

pulpose, which are shown in order in appendix B. The home page includes a
welcome to the guest that has sought out or found the page. It describes the
purpose of the site, and it includes a button that

will

lead the viewer to a page

provided by Edutopia that recommends 10 tips for a successful professional
development. This is an optional resource that can provide those unfamiliar with
leading a training some helpful suggestions. This will be especially useful if the
site is using the professional development as intended, which is a synchronous

staff development training session, with everyone in one room, learning together.
Then, viewers

will click

on Professional Development. This page gives

logistical information about the professional development session, including the
schedule, the suggested browser, required materials, what participants

will

need,

and a reflection. From there, each item in the drop-down menu under Professional

Development will lead the viewer to a step in the training. These are intended to
be viewed by the training participants. These drop down menus include Training

Schedule, Greeting, Summary of Research, How to Read Aloud, Modeling
Strategies, For Students, Work Time, and Reflection. The menu is shown below.
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Figure 5. The drop-down menu from the home page.
The first few pages
screen that

will welcome

will

set up the training. The Training Schedule is the

teachers to the training.

[t shows the learning targets and

what they should have with them. The trainers will go over these learning targets

with the group. The Greeting is an activity that will get participants engaged in
the training and thinking about the value of enjoying reading.

It's set up as a step-

by-step guide for those facilitating! as illustrated in the figure below.
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Figure 6. Greeting page, intended for use at the beginning of the training
sesslon.

The bar at the bottoru of the page. shown in the figure. appears on every
page, and

it indicates the progress of the training. The greeting also acts as a

buffer for those that arrive late to the training. The image will help illustrate the
instructions for the greeting activity. Then. there is a page titled Surumar7,o.f'
Researc'h, which

will include a link to the literary review.

as

well as a briel'

infographic summary. which illustrates the value of audio iu literacy. It also has
prompts for the participants to share a read-aloud experience rvith the group.
The next pages will act as the heart of the content. The page entitled Hov,
to Reutl Aloucl, provides a video produced by Audible. which ofTers suggestions

for reading aloud in an interesting and engaging way. It then gives instructions for
the next step of the training. which allows teachers to practice reading aloud on

Running Head: MIDDLE GRADES LITERACY ENGAGEMENT
30

either a fiction or nonfiction paragraph on the professional development agenda.
Then, participants

will

read

it aloud to a partner and provide feedback.

Modeling Strategies shows teachers how to model what they're thinking
while reading aloud to students based on a visual that is presented to the trainees.
Using the free website Padlet.com, users could work together to generate think
aloud ideas they've used in the classroom, as an extension activity. This extension

activity should be used if logistics allow for the registration of this program prior
to or during the training. There is also an example of the passage given to trainees
marked with a think-aloud script for teachers. In this way, they can practice the

think aloud strategies with the same passage they used to practice reading aloud.
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The next page,, For Students, provides resources and information for
participants about what students should do in conjunction with the read aloud. It
includes various templates that teachers can utilize to go along with the readaloud instructional strategy, including graphic organizers for predicting,

visualizing, annotating, vocabulary, questioning, clarifying" reflecting,
connecting, and summarizing. There is also a set of graphic organizers, with
clever names, that combine each of these roles into a discussion group activity.
Based on the research conducted by Sanacore and others. discussed in chapter 2,
these are all areas students should focus on to build comprehension while

flu**'firJolrru

J'Ihmrrtrll Rrlhctinrr

hrrrrln ll

i
f,r
,{'i,jE--;

i

F}}
listening. The figure below shows several of the graphic organizers that are
available on this page.

Figura 7. Examples of graphic organizers on lhe Frtr Students page of the
training.
The last pages will provide collaborative work tirne and a wrap-up for the
duy. The page titled Work Time gives instruction for things teachers should focus
on during collaborative work time. Finally. the page Reflection

will

lead
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participants through a reflection of the professional development. The reflecting is

provided, and will be printed in advance. This will provide feedback to the
training leaders about what was successful, areas for growth, and next steps for
the site.
The final page included on the website is entitled Listening. An increase in
technology means that students can more easily access school content at home.
Because of this,

if appropriate for the training participants, there is a section

where teachers can learn more about putting classroom content in read-aloud

format on a classroom or school website. As this may not be something every
school has access to, it is not included in the overall agenda.

Overall, on each page, there is a quote from the research that pertains to
that particular step in the process. This is another element that is visually
appealing and

will give quick insight into the research to help communicate

the

purpose of the training. The attribution for each quote is located at the bottom on
the page. The online training in

full

can be found at

h11p://read-aloud.we

.
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Chapter 4
Reflection
As a rniddle school language arts educator, I literally lose sleep at night

trying to figure out how to best engage all students. Yet, in an increasingly diverse
classroom, and in the middle of the developmental tumultuous period my students
are venturing through, engaging all students in a class text can be challenging. For

this reason, some aspect of student engagement seemed like it should be at the
heart of my research.

I have been teaching in the same classroom for over two years, but my
first days teaching in this room were as a long-term substitute. I was lucky enough
to have a teach-alike partner that provided some curriculum and guidance as I
tried to take over a fairly challenging group of students. Yet, figuring out the most
appropriate instructional techniques was challenging. My teach-alike partner
suggested using the read-aloud strategy. Without knowing much about it,

I often

used it to work through the suspenseful short stories that were part of our

curriculum unit. It was always incredibly rewarding to watch the students sit at
attention, eager to hear what was going to happen next. Yet, even though I knew
they were temporarily tuned in and interested in the story at hand, I wasn't sure I
was actually helping students build comprehension skills. Therefore,

it

seemed

pertinent to focus my research on engagement in reading at the middle school age,
and discover

if the read-aloud strategy was actually a solution.

Upon enrolling in the LAP completion class, I began to do extensive
research on the topic of middle school engagement.

I found information about the

social and emotional needs of middle school students, issues related to teaching a
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love of reading versus the skills needed for test-taking, etc. I also found a lot

of

information, often dated, about tracking students into different classes based on
skills or reading ability. Sorting through this information and determining what
was useful was a lengthy process, and it was necessary to keep details notes and
charts about what I was finding.

Then, sorting through the charts and determining themes led me to connect
the issue of engagement to the benefits of the read-aloud strategy, as the research
presented many external factors in reading disengagement, including the

transition from childhood, social needs, self-esteem, lack of teacher interaction,
and identity formation, both as a socially and academically. See the second

chapter of this paper for a discussion of these topics. I identified connections to
the read-aloud strategy as a possible solution to the lack of middle school
engagement, as instructional techniques are within the control of educators and
can lead to increased engagement.

I discovered that the key is to build on the

strategy, requiring students to actively participate by working with the text before,

during, and after the in-class read aloud. In my own classroom, this has really
helped me configure the curriculum around the concept of an active listener,

requiring students to demonstrate comprehension of texts and go through the steps
one would

if reading independently. It has also given me a way to articulate to

students the purpose of our in-class activities.

The next step, after compiling the research about the lack of engagement,
was to determine the solution to the problem. After identifying the issues that lead

to a lack of engagement, and looking at the benefits of the read-aloud strategy, I

Running Head: MIDDLE GRADES LITERACY ENGAGEMENT
35

determined that the read-aloud strategy does in fact seem like a solution to the
engagement issue, when paired with the appropriate teacher modeling and student

comprehension tasks.

While working through this theory, I called a meeting with the Language
and Literature department to discuss how others use this strategy. Excluding ffi€,
the team is composed of four teachers with a cornbined total of 48 years teaching

experience. I was primarily interested in their reasons for using the strategy, the
frequency of which they read aloud to students, the types of texts they chose to
read aloud, and the expectations of students during the use of the strategy. See

appendix C for a sample of the survey. Through discussing it with the department,

it became clear that my observations were not an anomaly. Their belief is also that
the read-aloud strategy engages students. Yet, they all agreed that it cannot stand
alone. I determined that the hest solution to the problem would be to train teachers
on the benefits of the strategy, especially for middle school students, and give
resources on how to carry

it out most effectively. Combined with the information

from a survey, I created the online professional development training.
The next step that I plan to take with this project is to present this
professional development to the teachers at my school. I am lucky enough to be
teaching at a school with valuable expertise among the staff members, and some

of our PD days are designed around learning from one another. Therefore, I will
be presenting this session in the

fall of 2017. Then, after making any changes that

seem necessary and gathered from an evaluation/reflection at the end of the
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training duy, I will share this website with other school locations to enact the
same.

I intend to

share this resource through a few avenues. In addition to my

personal network, I would share it with the department chairs of middle schools in

Minneapolis, as well as the literacy specialists at each school. I would also share
in on the same Facebook page for Minneapolis teachers that I used to gather data
from my survey, which currently has over 1,260 members. Finally, I would look
into posting it on websites where teachers share information about curriculum and
instructional ideas, after I built in an online feedback form so that I could receive
feedback through a more pragmatic process.

Aside from the product, another plan for this research is to continue to

build curriculum around the read-aloud strategy in my own classroom. As the
research in this paper has made clear, the read-aloud works best when

accompanied by in-class, comprehension building activities. Therefore, I plan to
continue to develop and share curriculum that includes this structure so that
students aren't just engaged, they're improving their reading skills. This

will

also

hopefully act as a bridge between the debate as to whether our jobs as teachers is
to build a love of reading or build the skills necessary to pass high-stakes
comprehension assessments. The goal of this strategy is to do both
simultaneously.
One of the great joys of this project has been learning a great deal about

my students, their development as readers, and ways to keep them engaged in
class, especially while building curriculum as a fairly new teacher.

It has also
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been fascinating to explore research behind the read-aloud strategy, one that
seen

I've

working in my classroom without previously being able to articulate why. As

I continue to move forward in my career, I intend to apply similar vigor and
curiosity to student development and teaching practices that build a love of
reading.
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Appendix A

l. What subject do you teach?
Sciense

Language Arts

Math
Social Studies
Other (please specify)
2. How many years have you taught?
Less than I
1-3

3-l 0
More than l0
3. Are you familiar with the read-aloud strategy?

I have never hear of it.
I have heard of it, but I have not used it.
I have used it in my classroom.
Other (please specify)
4. The read-aloud strategy includes reading an age-appropriate text out loud to a
class and modeling effective comprehension strategies. If you do not use the readaloud strategy, why not? Please explain.

N/A (I use the strategy.)
I don't use the strategy because...
5.

If you do use the read-aloud strategy, why do you choose to use it?

N/A (I don't use it.)
I use it because...
6. How often do you use the strategy in your classroom?

Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Quarterly
Yearly

N/A
Other (please speciSz)
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7. How much do you agree with the following statement?

I feel confident using

the read-aloud strategy in my classroom.

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

8. How much do you agree with the following statement?

Agree

Strongly Agree

If I were well trained, I

would be more likely to use the read-aloud strategy in my classroom.
Strongly

Disagree Disagree Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree N/A

9. What would you need to know more about before implementing the strategy?
Select all that apply.

How to read aloud in an interesting way.
More information about the research on the topic.
In-class activities that accompany the strategy.
Ways to model effective comprehension.
Other (please speciff)
10. What do you think would be the best way to be trained on the strategy? Check

all that apply.
Professional Development (PD) with work time
PD without work time

Literature on the topic
Video training (demonstrating strategy)
Podcast

Website with information
Single page of summarized information
Other (please specify)
Done
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Appendix B
THE READ.ALOU D STRATEGY
'/"'L-i,-,t,'LI

Welcome teachers and administrators!
On this website, vou will tind evervthinp vou need to conduct a
professional developrnent at your sthooT the resources included
will walk participants tlrrougl-r researcli, irrstrurctional exarnples, inclass activrties, and tiffie to begirr adapting curriculurn
..-- l- - " l- ^ -''ttt11
r-:lril-lllL'11rll:,1't -l --

Tl.n

t--:-,
-r lr.riil:-..1a:llra(..'l

"i.J{'.,',li'l(l

-ii-.,

i[.,lll'll

.:lr:.1.'

I'.r r

r

l,/,tr.'.,,iti.-r

.l;, ''-t-ti

-,-.ri

l-.,1.:1

f,,;a,rr.t,:i,ll

1,-.,.,,-t., i.r.

i_,:,,:'.rl .. 1: r-r[ ]..1i.

IO TIPS FOR A SUCCESSFUL PD

11,

:,:.r

t',r,

Running Head: MIDDLE GRADES LITERACY ENGAGEMENT
46

TilE READ.ALOUD STRATEGY
PRO;E55 Ol'JA- DrVE-OP\1[NT

Are you ready to begin your professional development session?
Here are some logistics:
Tnc crop-oown menu
Trrc si.lr tvo.ks

he-.,1

bclow PD Srhedllc wil glidc
ilrll'ti-tc Cooglr f h:or.rr: Lrrlio,,s,:r

yor-r

thrcugh thr

sr.-,srnn

Thr scss cn wrl, 'lahc abour ar hc.rr arJ a ha,l
Thc.r: shlLrld bc small Fiece.; of pcrp.r. nt r,dal-. ivork
Tcacncrs sho,rld bring sor-ncll-,irrg tcr

Trartcrs shcLrld brir'E

arr

wrilr

ral

t

v'rrth.

ull[orr,r]g [r][l stuocrtr iciilbe cxptctc.d lc

rr_;c

Tc.!cnrrrs:l.cLrld brir'rg a laprop rt pc:,,rililc.

f

lrcx nr-'loun,

lc: thc pD Ager,:a anc Rcllcr:lion
br printed for each participant.

A copy of rach should

PD ACENDA

REFLE(TION

clr{'clrj'('ii bri,lg d,:crr,Lr,rltr

ir-:

lha'ls3ir,1rg sc' thcy i.rr'r ctra.r-,i(

tl'r lcc-rrrtrt! x.j. nF ll'r

sr:ssior.
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"The single most important activity for
b u ild ing th e knowledge requ ired for
eventual success is reading aloud to
ch ild renl'

Learning Target:
Eacl trac'fl krl rc*{
sfr/retnnq tc rrr.ri€ h,*l aai
ar .ocar4rE foa* alrrll bc
€xp.ci:rq strdr*s ts 'r8c,

I can...

Undersland the value of the read aloud
strategy
Practice reading a rext aloud

Mcdity one assignment to incorpor'are the
read aloud strategy
Reflect orr ftry understarrding of the read
alor-rd

strategy

THE READ-ALOU D STRATEGY

"Prornoting the lifetime love of reading
should be one of our most important
goals in middle schooll'

Running Head: MIDDLE GRADES LITERACY ENGAGEMENT
48

Iilc a pFffi o( papa and ansurr tnc lotto\pmg:

l. Y{rrpfrrrdrurn€
8"

Tlp'ffit

of

,.t

gr taYrfte ffik

$. Ffifrfi U*I

r
I
I

t

'til

l

t

Rffi*E B

Crumplc yoiJr p@cr

ild

t0ss rt ont0 a table m thc

mlfrlie 0l lh€ rcom.
;1''5n 6y6ry006

',rE ihal

n

finrshed. draw a

mrE lrorn
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'Good morntng,
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rea&rg s unprtant Hcause
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When you're finished, thank your partner and sit back down in your original seat

Bc IF 5r!r"i.,r.jrF.r.

Research suFports that the read-aloud strategy improves student disposition toward
reading, fluenry, mental mapping, vocabulary acquisition, and collaborative learning.

.
.

Raise your hand ifyou can share a memorable time whenyou were read aloud to
Raise your hand i{ you can share a time when you read aloud in class What did you

observe?

flIETtr
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"An enthusiastic teacher who loves
reading to students can cast a spell in a
classroom by reading an enjoyable book

by a good authorl'
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"Teacher modeling...shows students a
demonstration of his or her own use of
k*y strategyl'
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"An important aspect of reading aloud is
to engage students interactively during
the processi'
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"\ /hen students listen to stories, they
develop the mental maps they need to be
successful readers."

Independent or Collaborative Work Time
Teachers, you have time to work

with the text you brought.

You should spend tirne doirrg one of rnc iollolvirrg
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TH E READ.ALOU D STRATEGY

LrS',lef{rNG

Vrrgror:l

D
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Appendix C
How many years have you been teaching?
Do you use the read-aloud strategy in your classroom?

How often do you use the strategy?
Why do you use the strategy?
What texts do you choose to read aloud?

What are students doing while you're reading aloud?
How do you make expectations clear?

